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Rodriguez: The Adventist Church and the Christian World

BY

A N G E L

M.

R O D R I G U E Z *

How Adventists understand themselves
and their mission

S

o you’re opening your mail,
and one letter from a neighbor
asks you to explain in 100
words or less just what the Sev
enth-day Adventist Church is.
Your neighbor is not a theologian,
but neither is he a nincom poop.
What will you reply?
Try this: “The Seventh-day Ad
ventist Church is a movement within
Christendom calling the Christian
communities to (1) return to the
spirit o f the Reformation, (2) pro
claim the gospel o f Jesus Christ to the
world in an end-time scenario that
closes the cosmic conflict between
Christ and Satan, and (3) point

humankind to Christs return.”
You’ll still have 50 words to tell
your neighbor that the church’s
main task throughout the world is to
lead people to Christ as Saviour and
Lord. You might do well to empha
size that in pursuing their mission,
Adventists do not place themselves
outside the brotherhood o f Chris
tian communities but in their midst,
encouraging them to remain loyal to
their Lord.
*Angel M. Rodriguez is Director o f the
Biblical Research Institute at the Gen
eral Conference o f Seventh-day Ad
ventists, Silver Spring, Maryland.
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Adventists believe that God used
the Reformation o f the 16th century
to revitalize his church. Foremost was
Martin Luther, who rediscovered the
gospel o f justification by faith, which
had been cast aside by Catholicism.
The Holy Spirit pointed the Reform
ers to other biblical truths, two o f
which— sola gratia and sola Scriptura— were indispensable to refor
mation.
Like Luther, Adventists under
stand themselves to be instruments
o f G od in the restoration o f biblical
truth. They see themselves as “chil
dren o f Luther.” They are persuaded
that the Reformation should have
continued to the return o f our Lord.
From their beginning, Adventists
believed that they were raised up to
restore biblical truth. The pioneers
o f the church used the experience o f
Elijah and the prophets o f Baal to
illustrate their own experience or
mission. In a time o f apostasy, Elijah
called G o d s people to reformation,
and he himself restored the altar o f
the Lord (1 Kings 18). Adventists
also found a parallel to their task in
G o d ’s intentions for those who
returned from Babylon after the
exile, in 539 B.C.—
“Your ancient ruins shall he
rebuilt;
you shall raise up the foundation
o f many generations;
you shall be called the repairer o f
the breach,
the restorer o f streets to live in”

(Isa. 58:12, NRSV).
In both their thinking and theol
ogy, Adventists continue to take the
Reformation principle o f sola Scripturn seriously. Particularly in the
prophecies o f Daniel and Revela
tion, they discovered a description o f
G od ’s intentions for his church at
the endtime and for the role o f the
Adventist movement within Chris
tianity and the world at large.

The Endtime People of God
Revelation 12-14 describes the
conflict between Christ and Satan.
Chapter 13 reveals the historical
instruments the dragon uses to per
secute the people o f God. Prominent
is the dragon’s attack against the
church (13:1-10), and the remnant
(13:11-18). Revelation 14:1-5 pic
tures the remnant gathered with the
Lamb on Mount Zion, protected
from the power o f the dragon and its
allies. In Revelation 14:6-12, G od
gathers the remnant to prepare them
for his return, which is described in
the rest o f the chapter (14:14-20).

The Woman, the Child, and
the Dragon
The woman clothed with the Sun
in Revelation 12:1-2 represents the
people o f God. The birth o f the child
fulfills the Messianic prophecies o f
the O ld Testament regarding the
incarnation, life, ministry, death,
and resurrection o f our Lord. The
dragon, Satan, is thwarted in his

40University, 2003
Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews

3

Perspective Digest, Vol. 8 [2003], No. 4, Art. 12

Responsible for first persecuting the Christian Church
was pagan

R o m e ,and to her is owed the church’s apostasy.
Adventists recognize that it is no longer popular

to speak about the apostasy o f the church, but the fact that
God inspired Paul to predict it surely means it is not to
proceed without notice.

know that after my departure savage
wolves will com e in among you, not
sparing the flock; and from among
your own selves men will arise
speaking perverse things, to draw
away the disciples after them” (Acts
20:29, 30, NRSV).
In his second letter to the church
in Thessalonika, Paul predicts that
apostasy will not be limited to the
church in Ephesus. He not only pro
vides a chronology for it, but calls it
“the rebellion” (NIV), or “the apos
tasy” (NASB) and associates it with
the “temple o f God.” Because o f
G od ’s restraining power— exercised,
it was believed by some, through the
civil order o f the Roman Empire (1
Thess. 2:6)— Paul indicated it would
take place before the return o f the
Lord (2:3, 4).
During the M iddle Ages, the
church united itself with the civil
government and used force to im
pose its dogma, persecuting those
who rejected the traditions o f the
church. This age o f persecution is
described by Daniel as taking place

attempt to destroy the Saviour, who
is exalted to the throne o f God.
Frustrated, the dragon turns
against the Christian Church, G od’s
instrument on Earth for the procla
mation o f the gospel. Persecuted for
1260 days, the church goes, so to
speak, underground. At the end o f the
prophetic period, only a remnant o f
the church is left, and it becomes the
focus o f attacks by the dragon. The
historicist method o f interpretation
finds in Revelation 12 a summary o f
the Christian Church’s history.1 In
using this method o f prophetic inter
pretation, Adventists are dependent
on Christian interpreters, including
the Reformers.
Responsible for first persecuting
the Christian Church was pagan
Rome, and to her is ow ed the
church’s apostasy. Adventists recog
nize that it is no longer popular to
speak about the apostasy o f the
church, but the fact that G od
inspired Paul to predict it surely
means it is not to proceed without
notice. To the Ephesians he said: “I
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In the prophetic books, the eschatological remnant does not
include every Israelite but only the faithful ones within Israel
and the survivors, or remnant, from the nations____
In the New Testament, the concept of the remnant
surfaces in the preaching oflohn the Baptist, who invites the
people to be part of a penitent remnant.

for “a time, times, and half a time”
(7:25)— 1260 years. During this
period, according to Revelation 12,
the church hid. Together with many
Christian interpreters, Adventists
have taken the 1260 days to be sym
bolic o f years, thus from 538 to 1798,
a period characterized by apostasy
and persecution. Toward the end o f
this prophetic period, G od raised up
the Reformers to bring his church
back to biblical truth.
The Reformation was in many
ways a great success. Biblical truths
long forgotten were restored by such
men as John Wycliffe, Huss, Jerome,
and Martin Luther. Foremost were
justification by faith, the great prin
ciple o f the gospel, and the once-forall atoning sacrifice o f Jesus Christ
and its all-sufficient mediatorial
priesthood. Repudiated and aban
doned were such unbiblical teach
ings as prayers for the dead, venera
tion o f saints and relics, celebration
o f the mass, worship o f Mary, purga
tory, penance, holy water, celibacy o f
the priesthood, the rosary, the inqui

sition, transubstantiation, extreme
unction, and dependence upon tra
dition.2
Sad to say, the Reformation soon
came to an end. Additional biblical
truths awaited restoration, but the
successors o f the great Reformers
felt comfortable with the truth their
predecessors recovered and did not
pursue more. Religion slipped
toward formalism.3 But G o d s true
people remained undestroyed by the
dragon. At the end o f the prophetic
period o f 1260 years, “a remnant”
(loipos) o f the seed o f the woman
remained (Rev. 12:17). This remnant
has a very important mission to ful
fill before the return o f the Lord.

The Remnant in Scripture
In dialogue with non-Adventist
scholars, Adventist scholars have
done careful studies o f the remnant
concept. The Bible applies terminol
ogy as well as the concept o f the
remnant to three types o f people.
First, the historical remnant formed
by those who survived crisis; second,
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to be represented by the prophet, his
sons, and his disciples (8:16-18). In
the second part o f Isaiah, salvation is
proclaimed to all the remnant o f the
house o f Israel; that is to say, to the
faithful remnant (46:3). They will be
part o f the eschatological remnant
that will include the remnant o f the
nations (45:20).
Micah describes the remnant as
dispersed among the nations and the
Lord as the one who will gather them
(5:7; 2:12). Joel mentions a faithful
remnant able to stand firm during the
Day o f the Lord (2:32), and Zephaniah describes a small remnant who
find refuge in Yahweh (3:12, 13). Sev
eral times, Jeremiah mentions a his
torical remnant (e.g., 6:9, 8:3; 31:710). There are also references to G od’s
gracious work o f gathering the rem
nant and giving them a new covenant
and a new heart (31:7-9, 31-34; Eze.
11:16-21).

a faithful remnant true to their faith
relationship with the Lord; and
third, the faithful eschatological rem
nant, who go through the apocalyp
tic woes and inherit the kingdom.
The remnant concept “has a long
history reaching from the fall to the
eschatological return o f Jesus”4 In
the Flood narrative, Noah and his
family are the historical and faithful
remnant who survived the disaster
(Gen. 6:8-13; 7:1, 23). One o f the
best examples o f a faithful remnant
in the historical books is found in
the encounter between Elijah and
the prophets o f Baal. Immediately
after his victory over the false
prophets, Elijah concluded that he
was the only one who remained
faithful to the Lord. G od informed
him that there were 7,000 Israelites
who had remained loyal (1 Kings
17:1-19:18; Rom. 11:2-4). In Ezra
9:8-15, the historical remnant con
sists o f those who return from the
exile, while in Nehemiah 1:2, 3, they
are those who were not exiled.
The concept o f the remnant is
prominent also in the prophetic
books. Not all Israel belonged to the
remnant, only those who survived the
Assyrian attack (Amos 3:2,12); this is
a historical remnant. The faithful
remnant is called “the remnant o f
Joseph” (5:15). Isaiah associates the
concept with the ideas o f judgment,
salvation, and holiness. After judg
ment, only a small remnant is left
(6:11-13). The remnant o f faith seems

The Exclusive Remnant
In the prophetic books, the
eschatological remnant does not
include every Israelite but only the
faithful ones within Israel and the
survivors, or remnant, from the
nations (Zech. 14:16). The Lord
himself gathers them. In Daniel, the
eschatological remnant receives the
Messianic kingdom (7:21-27).
In the New Testament, the concept
o f the remnant surfaces in the
preaching o f John the Baptist, who
invites the people to be part o f a pen-
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itent remnant (Matt. 3:1-12). The
preaching o f Jesus was an invitation
to join him and the new community
o f faith he was establishing. Those
who accepted the invitation could be
designated a faithful remnant. But
even that remnant would be sifted to
become the eschatological remnant
(Matt. 13:24-30).
According to Paul, the Jews who
accepted Christ were the true rem
nant o f God, the faithful remnant o f
Israel (Rom. 11:5). But the new rem
nant is larger than that small group. It
is the new community o f faith (the
church), made up o f all who have
faith in Christ (10:4, 9-13). Included
are Gentiles as well as Jews (9:24;
10:12). Finally, the Book o f Revela
tion refers to a faithful remnant in the
churches o f Thyatira and Sardis (2:18,
19; 3:2, 4). The remnant mentioned
in Revelation 12:17 consists o f the
faithful end-time people o f God who
retain their faith in the Lord in spite
o f the attacks o f the dragon.

same historical period” (Seventh-day Adventist
Encyclopedia [Hagerstown, Md.: Review and
Herald Publ. Assn., 1996], Vol. 1, pp. 698, 699).
This was the method of prophetic interpreta
tion used by the early Church Fathers up to the
fifth century A.D. A shift was introduced by
Augustine’s interpretation of the kingdom of
God as the Christian Church, making the mil
lennium a symbol of the Christian Era (See Le
Roy Edwin Froom, The Prophetic Faith of Our
Fathers [Washington, D.C.: Review and Herald
Publ. Assn., 1950], Vol. 1, pp. 473-491). During
the Reformation, historicism was restored as
the method of prophetic interpretation. As a
reaction against the method, the CounterReformation developed the method of inter
pretation known as preterism. A Spanish Jesuit
called Luis de Alcazar (d. 1613), argued that the
prophecies of Revelation were fulfilled during
the first six centuries of the Christian Era and
that Nero was the antichrist (ibid., Vol. 2, pp.
505, 506). It is interesting to observe that
preterism has been adopted by most Protestant
scholars today. According to them, Daniel was
describing events in the church that happened
during the time of the Maccabees, and Revela
tion was dealing with the situation of the
church during the time of John. Some conserv
ative scholars replaced historicism with futur
ism and applied the prophecies of Revelation
mainly to events that will take place within a
seven-year period just before the return of
Christ. Adventists believe that historicism is
supported by the Scriptures, and they feel that
(To be continued.)
in using it they are also preserving an impor
tant aspect of the Reformers’work of restora
tion.
REFERENCES
1
“ ‘Historicism’is a term used to describe a 2See Seventh-day Adventists Believe. . . : A
Biblical Exposition of 27 Fundamental Doc
school of prophetic interpretation that sees the
trines (Washington, D.C.: Ministerial Associa
fulfillment of the prophecies o f Daniel and
tion, 1988), p. 160.
Revelation as covering the historical period
3Ibid., pp. 160, 161.
from the time of the prophet to the establish
4 Gerhard F. Hasel, “Remnant,” Interna
ment of the kingdom o f God on Earth. These
tional Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Vol. 4,
prophecies that recapitulate the content of the
previous vision, adding new information or
Geoffrey W. Bromley, ed. (Grand Rapids,
providing a slightly different perspective o f the
Mich.: Eerdmans, 1988), p. 132.

44

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2003

7

